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Why the height ened in ter est in fe male of fend ers dur ing the past 10 years?
Con sid er these sta tis tics— 

n Since 1990, the number of women in mates has grown at an av er age rate of 8.5
per cent and has in creased 92 per cent. 1

n Nearly one- third of women serv ing time in state pris ons re port that they com mit -
ted their of fense to get money to buy drugs. 2

n More than half the women in prison re port com mit ting their of fense un der the in -
flu ence of drugs or al co hol. 3

n Nearly 6 in 10 women in state prison re port hav ing ex pe ri enced physi cal or sex -
ual abuse in the past. 4

n The typi cal fe male of fender comes from a sin gle par ent home in which other fam -
ily mem bers have been in car cer ated. 5

n Ap proxi mately 75 per cent of in car cer ated women are moth ers, and two- thirds
have chil dren un der the age of 18. Seventy- two (72) per cent of women pris on ers
with chil dren un der the age of 18 lived with those chil dren bef ore en ter ing
prison.6

n More than half of chil dren with in car cer ated moth ers are liv ing with their grand -
par ents. 7

Why Community Residential Treatment?
In re cent years, the grow ing number of women be ing in car cer ated in the U.S., the
mul ti ple needs of fe male of fend ers, and their in ter gen era tional cy cle of crime have
led crimi nal jus tice pro fes sion als to be come more in ter ested in com mu nity resi den -
tial treat ment for fe male of fend ers, and of ten, for their chil dren.

Dur ing the 1970s and 1980s, the U.S. be gan see ing an in crease in spe cial ized resi -
den tial com mu nity cor rec tions and sub stance abuse pro grams for fe male of fend ers.
Pro fes sion als in crimi nal jus tice be lieved that fe male of fend ers could be placed in
the com mu nity as an al ter na tive to in car cera tion be cause the ma jor ity of these of -
fend ers had been con victed of non- violent of fenses. Na tion ally, there are now over
65 resi den tial treat ment pro grams for women and their chil dren funded by the U.S.
De part ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices and ad min is tered by the Cen ter for Sub -
stance Abuse Treat ment (CSAT).8 These pro grams in clude thera peu tic com mu ni ties
that have been adapted to ad dress the roles of moth ers and the in volve ment of chil -
dren. Na tion ally, an other 60 or so pro grams serve as al ter na tives to prison and half -
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way houses for fe male of fend ers, and some of these also house and pro vide serv ices
for the of fender's chil dren. Most of these pro grams are ad min is tered by non- profit
or gani za tions and funded by a mix of state, fed eral, pri vate foun da tion, and com mu -
nity sources. 

A study con ducted by Aus tin et al. (1992, p. 22) of in no va tive strate gies and pro -
grams for fe male of fend ers in the com mu nity con cluded that the best pro grams
“com bined su per vi sion and serv ices to ad dress the spe cial ized needs of fe male of -
fend ers in highly struc tured, safe en vi ron ments where ac count abil ity is stressed.” 9

Be cause there has been lim ited evalua tion of resi den tial pro grams for fe male of fend -
ers, these pro grams have of ten pro vided the same or simi lar serv ices they make
avail able to male of fend ers. How ever, re sults of the lim ited evalua tion of suc cess ful
pro grams for fe male of fend ers now sug gest that the spe cial ized needs of fe male of -
fend ers must be ad dressed.

Which Offenders Should be in Residential Settings?
As serv ices con tinue to grow within the com mu nity for women of fend ers and their
chil dren, pro fes sion als must also con sid er when resi den tial place ment is ap pro pri ate
place ment. Based on my ex pe ri ence in work ing with resi den tial com mu nity cor rec -
tions pro grams for women, I be lieve that we must re serve these more ex pen sive
strate gies for women with mul ti ple of fenses and con vic tions and for those with co-
 occurring dis or ders. If resi den tial pro grams fo cus on fe male of fend ers with long-
 term sub stance abuse prob lems and those who have been con victed of a sec ond or
third fel ony, they can of fer more in ten sive serv ices to higher- risk of fend ers with
mul ti ple needs.

If serv ices are also be ing pro vided to the chil dren of these of fend ers, they are
likely to be high- risk chil dren in need of com pre hen sive, de vel op men tally ap pro pri -
ate screen ings and serv ices. Chil dren of women of fend ers have of ten lived in a dys -
func tional sys tem with lim ited su per vi sion, es pe cially if their moth ers have abused
sub stances. The child has of ten taken on adult re spon si bili ties and has dif fi culty re -
lin quish ing that role. At the same time the mother is learn ing ef fec tive par ent ing
skills in the resi den tial set ting, her chil dren are of ten in volved in play ther apy, fam -
ily ther apy, sub stance abuse pre ven tion ses sions, and medi cal treat ment and pre ven -
tion. 

Key Points for Developing Residential Programs
When de vel op ing a resi den tial en vi ron ment for fe male of fend ers, it would be wise
for the pro gram im ple menter to con sid er the fol low ing is sues.

n Ex ist ing re search—Al though the re search in this area is still lim ited, it is help ful
to re view ex ist ing re search to learn about best prac tices bef ore be gin ning a pro -
gram for fe male of fend ers. 

n Need—It is im por tant to docu ment the needs of fe male of fend ers and their chil -
dren in your ju ris dic tion.

n Pro gram se lec tion—Na tion ally, fe male of fender pro grams of ten be gin with one
pro gram type (i.e., a half way house) and then ex pand to in clude al ter na tives to in -
car cera tion and sub stance abuse treat ment fa cili ties. The type of pro gram se lected 
de ter mines the level of staff ing and pro gram ming needed.
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n Site se lec tion—As more com mu ni ties re act nega tively to the siting of resi den tial
of fender pro grams in their neigh bor hoods, pro gram im ple ment ers must be crea -
tive in their choice of lo ca tions. If chil dren are to be served, this has an
im pli ca tion in choos ing the size and lo ca tion of the home. The site's lo ca tion must 
be safe and com fort able for the resi dents and staff as well as ac ces si ble to trans -
por ta tion, schools, and hu man serv ices. Most sites for moth ers and chil dren serve
6 to 10 fami lies. Multi- unit sites pro vide the op por tu nity to serve en tire fami lies
so that it is not nec es sary to limit the age and/or the number of chil dren served.
Al though multi- unit sites are of ten pre ferred, they can be ex pen sive. 

n Staff ing—The staff must re flect the popu la tion served. Most should there fore be
women, al though some pro grams have found it ef fec tive to in clude men as serv -
ice pro vid ers dur ing the day to of fer posi tive role mod els. Staff should rep re sent
the same cul tural and ra cial char ac ter is tics as the resi dents. They should also in -
clude re ha bili tated of fend ers and, once the pro gram has been in op era tion for
sev eral years, pre vious pro gram par tici pants. All staff must be sen si tive, car ing
pro fes sion als who are of fered on- going train ing and edu ca tion op por tu ni ties. If
chil dren are to be served, the staff should also in clude child de vel op ment spe cial -
ists who have had ex pe ri ence work ing with high- risk chil dren.

n As sess ment and treat ment plans—Com plet ing in di vidu al ized as sess ments and
plan ning treat ment goals are ar du ous tasks, but they are es sen tial to en sur ing the
suc cess of re ha bili ta tive ef forts for fe male of fend ers.10 A stan dard ized in stru ment 
may be used for risk and needs as sess ment, al though there is con sid er able con tro -
versy in the field about this, as few of these tools have been nor med on fe male
of fend ers. Al though such in stru ments rely on ob jec tive meas ures and vari ables,
cau tion should be used in terms of their pre dic tive value with fe males. Nev er the -
less, such in stru ments pro vide a base line for ex plor ing key vari ables linked with
posi tive out comes in of fender popu la tions. If a stan dard ized in stru ment is used, it
can also be adapted to in clude is sues rele vant to fe male of fend ers, such as abuse
and pa ren tal re spon si bili ties. An as sess ment should in clude demo graphic in for -
ma tion, crimi nal his tory, medi cal his tory, sub stance abuse/use his tory, fam ily of
ori gin/sig nifi cant re la tion ships, abuse his tory, and per sonal in for ma tion.11 Fol -
low ing the as sess ment, the fe male of fender and her case man ager should com pile
a treat ment plan to meet the needs iden ti fied.

A simi lar pro cess should also be in place for the chil dren. It should in clude stan -
dard ized de vel op men tal as sess ments and in di vidu al ized treat ment plans. A team
of pro fes sion als in ter ested in the chil dren's prog ress should com plete these treat -
ment plans. Such a team of ten in cludes edu ca tors, child de vel op men tal
spe cial ists, coun sel ors/thera pists, and the fam ily's case man ager.

n Struc ture—Most of the re search on ef fec tive com mu nity cor rec tions pro grams
cites the im por tance of a struc tured pro gram. The struc ture needs to be in clu sive
and to in volve the resi dents in mak ing rules and evalu at ing the pro gram's ef fec -
tive ness. This model helps em power women to func tion in struc tured
en vi ron ments in the fu ture and pro vides role mod els for decision- making and
lead er ship skills.

n Com mu nity in volve ment—In clud ing the lo cal com mu nity is as im por tant as in -
volv ing the resi dents. The com mu nity pro vides a bridge to serv ices for the
resi dents while they are in the pro gram and af ter they gradu ate. Pro ba tion and pa -
role of fi cers are an im por tant part of the com mu nity; en sur ing a solid re la tion ship
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with them will strengthen re fer rals, treat ment, and re uni fi ca tion with the com mu -
nity. An other im por tant as pect of com mu nity in volve ment is con stitu ency
build ing—help ing com mu nity mem bers un der stand the value of the pro gram and
be come com mit ted to it.

n Cele bra tions—Posi tive events, ac com plish ments, and prog ress must be rec og -
nized through out the pro gram. Never un der es ti mate the power of tell ing the
resi dents they have done a good job. In many cases, fe male of fend ers have not
been praised in the past. Ver bal com ments and cele bra tions to honor women and
their chil dren as sist in chang ing be hav iors. Tie these cele bra tions and ver bal com -
ments to real achieve ments to en sure their ef fec tive ness.

n Fam ily fo cus—When com mu nity pro grams for fe male of fend ers be gan to be cre -
ated, the fo cus was of ten on the of fender rather than her chil dren. How ever,
in volv ing the chil dren of a fe male of fender in a resi den tial pro gram of ten helps to
keep the woman in treat ment. Al though pro vid ing a fam ily fo cus in a resi den tial
pro gram may be a de sir able goal, staff ing and li abil ity is sues in crease—not to
men tion cost. In clud ing a fe male of fender who is a sin gle par ent as well as all of
her chil dren is an ex pen sive, but wor thy, goal. Many pro grams limit the number
and age ranges of chil dren they will ac cept be cause of lim ited space or the de sign
of the fa cil ity. This is of ten the case when ex ist ing homes are used as treat ment
fa cili ties. When a pro gram has the op por tu nity to de sign its own fa cil ity, there is
more op por tu nity to cre ate smaller bed rooms, al low ing the moth ers and chil dren
to be housed in sepa rate rooms with out sub stan tially in creas ing the over all size of 
the fa cil ity.

The staff also must be well- trained on how to em power the fe male of fender to be
the mother of her chil dren. Al though many of the women who will be served
were the pri mary care tak ers of their chil dren prior to their ar rest, they were not
ac tive par ents. Staff need to be trained to en sure that the mother, not the staff, is
al ways the pri mary care taker of her chil dren. Par ent ing pro grams that em pha size
ac tive in volve ment of the par tici pants and treat ment team are very ef fec tive. Less
in volved par ent ing pro grams, which “teach to” the women, are not as suc cess ful. 

An other is sue to con sid er when in clud ing chil dren is the need to cre ate a child-
 friendly en vi ron ment. This means not only ad dress ing safety is sues, but also pro -
vid ing op por tu ni ties for the chil dren to be in volved in de vel op men tally
ap pro pri ate ac tivi ties and school ing (e.g., pub li c school, YMCA/YWCA, scout -
ing, or tu tor ing). In clud ing chil dren in the resi den tial pro gram has many bene fits
for the mother, but pro fes sion als must be vigi lant to as sure the chil dren are also
well served by the place ment.

n Co- dependency—If you have worked with fe male of fend ers, you have heard
many com ments re gard ing the men in their lives. A resi den tial pro gram pres ents
the op por tu nity to ad dress is sues such as in di vid ual re spon si bil ity and healthy re -
la tion ships and to serve as role mod els of these re la tion ships. 

n Ad vo cacy—It is im por tant for both the staff of the resi den tial pro gram and the
women them selves to be come ad vo cates. Ad vo cacy is cru cial be cause fe male of -
fend ers are not ac cus tomed to ad vo cat ing on their own or their chil dren's be half in 
a pro- social con text. The staff must be will ing to ad vo cate and serve as role mod -
els for the women and fami lies they serve. 
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n Com mu nity re uni fi ca tion—Even af ter a fe male of fender suc cess fully com pletes
the resi den tial pro gram, your job is not over. Re in te gra tion back into the com mu -
nity is not easy for many of fend ers re leased from resi den tial pro grams, but it can
be es pe cially dif fi cult for a fe male of fender. The pres sures placed on her—em -
ploy ment, res ti tu tion, child care, fi nan cial in de pend ence—are of ten over-
whelm ing. Many women who en ter a resi den tial pro gram have lived with an abu -
sive part ner, have been home less, or, in some lo ca tions, may have lost their
hous ing as a re sult of the length of time they were in car cer ated and in the pro -
gram. Pro vid ing as sis tance with hous ing and case man age ment af ter the women's
gradua tion is cru cial to the fam ily's suc cess. 

Innovation is Crucial
Ad dress ing the mul ti fac eted re ha bili ta tive needs of fe male of fend ers re quires in no -
va tion. In no va tion in pro gram de sign and re- design, fund ing strate gies, and staff ing
can en sure the suc cess of the pro gram. On- going evalua tion and open ac cep tance
and dis cus sion of rec om men da tions bef ore they are im ple mented help to make a
pro gram ef fec tive. But, most of all it is im por tant to en joy the pro cess of be ing a vi -
sion ary who pro motes and cele brates the in clu sion of all. n
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